To test the ability of 24-hour blood pressure (BP) recording to identify hypertension in pregnancy earlier than traditional clinic BP measurements, 68 automated 24-hour BP recordings from women with uncomplicated pregnancies and 60 from pregnant women who later developed gestational hypertension or preeclampsia were collected at five gestational stages (5-13, 14-20, 21-25, 26-30 and Ͼ30 weeks) and compared to previously obtained period-specific reference limits of normality (95% confidence limit of 24-hour BP means) derived from 413 24-hour BP profiles recorded in 166 women with uncomplicated pregnancies.
Sensitivity and specificity of the diagnosis based on 24-hour BP mean at each examined gestation period are reported in the Table, separately for diastolic (DBP) and systolic (SBP) blood pressure. Comparison of individual diastolic BP means to the specific reference limits demonstrated a very high specificity. Sensitivity was low, reaching 80% for diastolic BP only in the last examined period; it must be noted, however, that no woman who later developed gestational hypertension or preeclampsia could be correctly classified by clinic BP measures at the time 24-hour BP recording was performed. These results support the expanding use of ambulatory BP monitoring in pregnancy. At group level, women with complicated pregnancies demonstrated significantly higher systolic and diastolic BP means starting from the 14th week of gestation. Despite these differences, it was impossible to define, on the basis of ambulatory BP means, clinically useful criteria for the early identification of women with complicated pregnancies, because of the wide overlap of the distribution of individual BP means in the two groups.
Women with complicated pregnancies, however, invariably showed a progressive BP rise in the first half of pregnancy. This pattern was the opposite of that shown by the women of the normal population. Thus, the absence of the normal BP fall in the second trimester may represent a useful marker of the hypertensive complications of pregnancy.
